HIGHLIGHTS

Don't stifle developmenta

THE enactment of the Statutory
Bodies (Discipline and Surcharge)
Act 2000/ {Act 605) has long raised
significant concerns in Malaysia's
acadermic community about jts
restrictive impact on pubdlic uni-
versities. The Act mandates prior
written consent from the Higher
Education minister before any
ublie statement about pubiic
odies and government can he
made, effectively curtailing aca-
demic freedom and limiting schol-
ars' capacity to participate mean-
ingfully in cﬂuﬂ];h;dimw.

Act 605 “public state-
ments" broadly, encompassing
any remarks or colmimen
shared through various media -
inchuding social media platforms,
auadmﬁcj;n;jr;iﬁ, hngnk:f.; news-
PapErs, A publications.
This wide definition results in an
extensive reach that covers
almost all forms of communica-
tion, curbing the dissemination of
academiz insights across diverse
plarforms.

The above provision is explicit-

ly preseribed in regulation 18;
from a policy standpoint, regula-
tion 18 intends (o maintain unity
aryl coherence in government
policy, safeguard confidentiality
of government information,
ensure accountability for state-
ments that might be perceived as
official, and presérve public trust
in government institotions.

These restrictions were [lkely
designed to balance openness
with responsible communication;
hewever, the stringent applics-
tion of regulation 18 has adverse-
ii,r impacted public university aca-

emics. Unauthorised public
statementscan lead to significant
penalties, including salary defer-
ment, reduction, demotion, or
even dismissal.

Moreover, the restrictions
imposed are at odds with both the
intent and provisions of the
Universities and University
Colleges Act 1971 [Act 300 as well
as the constitutions governing
piiblic univergities.

These legal frameworks assign

public universities specific
responsibilities, including gener-
ating and disseminating knowl-
edge, educating students, conduet-
ing and publishing research, and
providing consuliancy services,
Central 1o this mission is the acas
demic freedomn to engage publicly
- whethier through lectures, publi-
cations, or digital platforms.
Ensuring this right is trucial o
fostering a robust acadermic envi-
rorument and advancing the
development of Malaysian uni-
versites,

Consequently, the constraints of
regulation 18 conflictwith both
the Universities and University
Colleges Act and the mandates of
public universities; aswell as with
the fundamental principles of
Enowledge dissemination and
intellectusl engagement.

Additionally, the iions
clash with standard practices and
policies within unbversites.
restricting public statements
academic conferences, journals,
advocacy forums, and social

media, regulation 18 impedes aca-
demics firom meeting essential
performance and dssessment eri-
teria redquired for career progres-
sion — many key performance
indices necessitate active public
ang ment and visihility

Addressing this misalignment is
crucial to support academics in
achieving their performance
henchmarks and advancing their
academic profiles,

These restrictions also under-
mine the Higher Education
Ministry's strategic goals, notahly
the Malaysia Education
Development Plan (Higher
Eclucation) 2005-2025; commonly
referred 1o as the Malaysian
Higher Education Blueprint. This
blueprint emphasises the impor-
tance of energising research, pro-
moting knowledge dissemination,
and establishing Malaysia asa
regional and global hub for §
er education. To unlock the full
potential of the higher education
sector, Act G05 must be realigned
with these strateglc priovides,

role of public universities

In a recent and positive devel-
opment, Higher Education
Minister Damk Seri Dr Zambry
Abdul Kadir voiced support for
exemptng public university lec-
turers from the prohibitdons
imposed by Act 605, This stance
marks s promising step towards
addressing the long-standing chal-
1132%&5 faced by academia ini

hmenﬂmg regulation 18 of Act
605 1s imperative to'align the Act
with the Euuhrirég Dﬂe;;.iues and
requirements of M ia's higher
education landscape. Such
reforms would empower public
universities to contribute mora
affectively o society, foster n cul-
ture of intellectual freedom, and
enhance Malaysia's global stand-
ing in-academia.
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